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GENDER-LENS MARKETING:
Driving Lasting Change
by Championing Women

Companies across industries have the
power to incorporate a gender lens into
their marketing strategies to champion
women, increase their visibility, and
ultimately drive social change. Yet
those in the financial sector are only
beginning to unearth this potential.
Thanks to leaps forward in equality
over recent decades, financial service
providers (FSPs) increasingly recognize
the opportunity in the world’s largest
underserved segment: women.
However, social norms continue to limit
women’s formal engagement with the
sector and in turn, limit benefits for
both consumers and producers.
Marketing is a powerful tool for
FSPs not only to reach women, but
to influence behavior and encourage
social change that breaks down
common barriers. At the same time,
research shows that women can be
particularly mistrustful of FSPs that try
to directly market to them—because
often, they do so without serious
consideration for women’s needs and
concerns. Those who successfully tap
into the female economy and become
a trusted brand for women are the
ones that are able to differentiate
their offerings.

This InBrief lays out a series of
tactics for adopting an authentic,
effective gender-lens marketing and
advertising approach based on the
experiences of FSPs that are doing it
successfully. It draws on the learnings
of the Financial Alliance for Women’s
(Alliance) Communications Tasks
Force, a select group of marketing
and communications professionals
from member institutions who meet
regularly to share their experiences and
practices.
Altogether, these methods and
examples provide a guide for FSPs
wishing to incorporate a gender
lens into their marketing strategies.
Different management objectives,
organizational cultures and societal
contexts will impact where each FSP is
on this journey—and where it chooses
to go. And so, FSPs can use this
document to identify strategies that
best fit where they are now and begin
to determine where they want to be in
the short- and long-term.
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Why FSPs Need Gender-Lens
Marketing
The Opportunity
Over the past few decades, many FSPs
have developed women-centered
strategies and designed solutions to
meet the needs of female customers.
In doing so, they’ve tapped into a highly
profitable—and largely untapped—
business opportunity. Women are
expected to control $43 trillion in
consumer spending in 2020 alone1
and are responsible for as much of
89% of daily household spend.2 And
it’s estimated that when the global
economy is financially inclusive, global
GDP will increase by $28 trillion, or 26
percent.3
But many companies have yet to
embrace this reality in their marketing
strategies. Often, they portray women
only in stereotyped roles such as wives
and mothers, with product messaging
that’s behind the times. Women are
often mistrustful of marketing for this
very reason: 85 percent of American
women in 2017 stated that advertising
and film need to catch up with the real
world.4
In addition, campaigns are often
“pinkwashed”—featuring feminized
products without communicating a
thoughtful value proposition—and do
not treat women as serious, valuable
customers.
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Marketers and Women:
A Disconnect5

82%
76%

of marketers
think their
ads avoid
stereotypes

of women think
ads portray an
outdated view
of them

When marketers put
women in ads6…
are shown in
managerial,
leadership, or
professional roles
are portrayed
as intelligent
are portrayed
as having
a sense of
humor
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The Approach

The Risks

Gender-lens marketing can help FSPs tap
into the full potential of the female economy
by changing perceptions held by both men
and women about women’s role in financial
decisions, increasing women’s confidence
in interacting with financial institutions,
emphasizing the importance of sharing
household budgeting, and more.

While it has the potential to boost brand
affinity and drive ROI, implementing this
approach requires a fine balance. There is a risk
that empowerment-focused advertisements
miss the mark with some women, who may not
identify with them. In some cases, they might
find them patronizing or lacking authenticity.
In more extreme cases, these messages might
antagonize women.

Social marketing efforts can also play a
substantial role in influencing outdated social
norms that dictate women’s role in society
at large. And at the same time, they can help
companies gain an competitive advantage
through differentiation, greater brand
awareness and increased loyalty.
The data shows that when marketing
strategies are implemented with authenticity,
thoughtfulness and credibility—and with
inclusive and intelligent messaging about
gender—they resonate strongly with
consumers. Unilever, the world’s secondlargest advertiser, has found that progressive
ads create a 28-percent uplift in purchase
intent and are 35 percent more enjoyable to
consumers.7
Additionally, the Unstereotype Alliance
(UA)—a group of multinational corporations,
including Unilever, Facebook, and Alibaba,
convened by UN Women to change harmful
stereotypes in all media and advertising
content—found that advertisements showing a
positive gender portrayal of women performed
2.7 times better on ad likeability, 3.3 times
better on purchase consideration, and 1.3
times higher on brand opinion.8

The most foolproof way to go about the
development of a gender-lens marketing
strategy is to start with doing the work behind
the scenes: invest in gender diversity at all
levels of the organization, conduct strong
market research, and develop a market
research–based CVP for female customers that
provides real value to women.

Social Marketing for Social Good
Social marketing applies methods to influence
people’s behaviors toward a greater social good.
This type of marketing has played a central role
in public health interventions over the past few
decades. In many cases—such as encouraging
people to use condoms to stop the spread
of HIV and deterring people from smoking
to prevent lung cancer—the health sector’s
success has depended on its ability to influence
behavior change in people’s everyday lives. The
financial services sector has yet to adopt social
marketing at such scale. This is surprising,
because we know that many barriers to financial
inclusion are behavioral. While they are slowly
changing, gender norms continue to have a
powerful impact on women’s engagement with
the financial sector at all income levels.
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Incorporating a Gender Lens: Where to Start
To get started on this journey, FSPs must first identify where they are. They can build credibility
and insulate themselves from bad publicity by deepening their understanding of the organization’s
current approach to gender in marketing. The good news is that most brands do make mistakes
when it comes to gender stereotypes in marketing and advertising—so identifying them poses low
risk and high potential returns.

Audit Advertising Assets
for Representation:
Many companies believe that their ads
demonstrate gender equity, and yet when they
quantitatively evaluate if women are being
portrayed at the same rate as men, they find
gaps. For instance, the Geena Davis Institute on
Gender in Media analyzed millions of YouTube
ads between 2015 and 2019 and found that
female characters were included in only 38
percent of financial sector ads—one of the
lowest levels across all sectors analyzed.

Assess Gender Portrayals
in Advertising:
Similarly, FSPs can assess how men and
women are portrayed in the ads for their
marketing campaigns: Are women portrayed
in realistic and unstereotyped roles? How
often are they portrayed in professional and
leadership positions? Conversely, how often
are men doing household work? And, is the
campaign accurately sub-segmenting women
to reach them with relevant messaging for their
different life-cycle stages?

Uncover Unintended Biases
in the Marketing Mix:
In addition to what the ad campaign is
communicating, FSPs need to look for
unintentional biases in how they’re reaching
their audiences across different channels in
their marketing mix. For instance, Alliance
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members have found that nontraditional
channels such as on-the-ground networking
events are particularly effective for reaching
women. Uncovering biases is also important
for social media advertising, as “attribute”
and “look-a-like” targeting can easily skew
the reach of advertising toward certain
demographics while excluding others.

Build Diverse Teams
It’s important for FSPs to ensure gender
diversity in both in-house marketing teams and
marketing agencies they hire. Diverse teams are
widely recognized to have a number of business
benefits, including improved innovation, the
ability to create better solutions for women,
and a possible increase in brand value.
Alliance members also report the importance
of engaging with gender-diverse marketing
agencies to ensure these benefits translate
throughout the marketing process.

Leverage Research
All too often, FSPs take a superficial marketing
approach for women-targeted products when
they should be building a holistic customer
value proposition (CVP) and approach based
on market research. Alliance members find
that marketing to women with a concrete CVP
that genuinely speaks to their specific concerns
is the most effective way to reach female
audiences and they’ve found that market
research plays a crucial role in helping them
do this.
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CASE STUDIES:
Successes Along the GenderLens Marketing Journey
As part of their women-focused strategies, Alliance
members have taken a leading role in incorporating a
gender lens into their marketing efforts. Members have
embarked on this journey with a long-term commitment
to women but taking a measured, continuously evolving
approach in their implementation. It starts with equalizing
representation for women, showing aspiration, and
celebrating and recognizing them. It’s followed by actively
shattering stereotypes, and finally, becoming champions
of change by influencing behaviors. Where each institution
began the journey depended on the readiness of their
internal organizations and the communities they served.
Here, we highlight some of the most distinct efforts.
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Celebrating
Everyday Women:
Bank of Palestine, Palestine
Some Alliance members look to showcase and
celebrate women based on real stories. The
Bank of Palestine, the first and largest bank
in Palestine, is one such member. In 2015,
it launched Felestineya, its women-focused
strategy, which includes adapted financial
products as well as workshops and training. In
2018, the bank relaunched the program and
created a marketing campaign to inspire and
celebrate women and their achievements.
Through conversations with customers and
employees, the bank realized that women were
inspired by other women that they could relate
to. Instead of showcasing prominent women
in its campaign, the bank sought to show
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everyday women and their stories. It sought
to profile women from different backgrounds,
geographical locations, age groups, and fields
of life—each with a unique lived experience.
This included a student, a mother, a company
employee, an entrepreneur, a businesswoman
and a soccer player, among others.
The campaign consisted of billboards in
prominent locations and branches, as well as
mini campaigns in social media channels. The
impact of the campaign was immediate: It
included a call to action for women to engage
with the bank’s Filistinya website and resulted
in more than 3,000 new business leads.
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Showing
Aspirations:
NatWest, United Kingdom
Other financial services providers develop
gender-lens marketing approaches that
spotlight female customers to provide the
recognition that is often lacking for women.
NatWest Group is one of the top four banks
in the United Kingdom and the only one to be
led by a woman. The bank developed the first
dedicated women-focused small and mediumsized enterprise (SME) initiative in 2003 and
designed a variety of non-financial solutions
to educate, inspire and connect women.
Although NatWest’s efforts to support women
in business were significant over the years, they
had not been translated into a comprehensive
marketing strategy until 2017.
The Women in Business (WiB) team began
coordinating closely with its marketing
department and continued to conduct
market research. The research found that
addressing the unique issues faced by female
entrepreneurs would require new forms of
outreach, relying less on established channels
such as print media. They also realized that
customers responded more to real images of
customers and employees (instead of stock
images or actors) that profiled their personal
journeys. To lean into this strategy, NatWest

developed a podcast series featuring startup
entrepreneurs in conversation with mentors
on topics relevant to women in business. The
podcast series was an incredible success, with
18,000 listens during the campaign. It also
drove a 700-percent increase in traffic to the
WiB web page and a 26-percent year-overyear increase in lending to female business
customers. The campaign was recognized in
the 2017 Financial Innovation Awards, winning
the Innovation in Marketing & Communication
Award.
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Enabling
Success Stories:
Garanti BBVA, Turkey
Other Alliance members have focused on
celebrating women’s success stories, to
recognize their achievements, create role
models, and inspire others to reach for their
goals. Garanti BBVA, for example, is Turkey’s
second-largest bank and the first in the region
to develop a specific offering for female
business owners. In 2006, it created a women’s
entrepreneur support package, which provides
products and services tailored to female
business owners, access to education and links
to new markets.
In its market research, Garanti BBVA found
that in the early 2000s, only 5 percent of
entrepreneurs in Turkey were women. As a
result, there was a lack of role models for
aspiring female entrepreneurs. There was
also a higher fear of failure in starting a
business among women compared to their
male counterparts. The research concluded
that women needed motivation and support.
While they were emotionally connected to their
businesses, they desired some recognition
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of their hard work and achievements as a
relatively small cohort in the country.
In response, Garanti BBVA launched
Turkey’s first Women Entrepreneurship
competition in 2007, in partnership with
the Women Entrepreneurs Association of
Turkey (KAGIDER) and Ekonomist magazine.
The goal was to encourage more women to
become entrepreneurs and to offer current
businesswomen an opportunity to showcase
their companies to a national audience. Garanti
BBVA uses a variety of channels to promote
the competition and encourage applications,
including print, TV, and social media.
More than 37,000 women have applied to
the competition since it began. Through a
recent survey, Garanti BBVA found that 57
percent of participants reported an increase in
self-empowerment and 67 percent reported
positive impact on self-promotion. The awards
have also generated significant public relations
value for the bank as well as a pipeline for
potential SME customers.
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Leveraging
Market Research:
Westpac, Australia

View Video

Rather than promoting a new product,
some marketing campaigns may focus on
drawing awareness to a salient issue for
women and responding with the right tone.

much retirement savings as men. It also
found that 83 percent of surveyed women
ages 40-65 did not feel prepared for
retirement.

As one of the largest banks in Australia,
Westpac has been recognized as a pioneer
in supporting women, setting up the first
dedicated Women’s Markets unit in the
country over 15 years ago and developing
a comprehensive value proposition that
includes access to information, education,
networking and recognition. In 2012,
Westpac commissioned research that
found that women retired with half as

Westpac developed three television ads
targeted at women that relayed these data
findings within the messaging: “Women
must work 25 years more to retire with the
same amount of superannuation as men.”
The campaign stressed the importance of
retirement savings and offered a sensible
solution to help people achieve their goals,
causing a spike in demand for retirement
products by both men and women.
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Shattering
Stereotypes:
HBL, Pakistan
Some brands go beyond neutralizing
stereotypes in their advertisements and
campaign outreach to actively challenge
stereotypes about women in their cultural
context.
The largest bank in Pakistan, HBL launched
the country’s first women-focused program
in 2016, called Nisa. The program provides
Pakistani women a complete suite of financial
and non-financial solutions specifically
targeted to their needs.
Consistent with its corporate vision, HBL
sought to position itself as an institution that
enables dreams. The bank had successfully
rolled out a number of campaigns centered
around cricket, the country’s most popular
sport, yet the bank sought to evolve and
diversify this positioning by moving beyond
male-dominated spheres.
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Although operating in a highly conservative
society, in 2015, the bank developed a
campaign that paid tribute to Pakistani women
who have followed their dreams—shattering
the stereotype that women are not athletic and
ambitious achievers in their own right. This
included a campaign featuring Samina Baig,
Pakistan’s first woman to climb Mount Everest,
and Rosheen Khan, Pakistan’s first female
scuba diving instructor.
In 2016, HBL earned the Pakistan Advertisers
Society (PAS) Passion for Pakistan award for
this campaign. HBL also found that as a result
of its gender-lens marketing approach, it was
one of the only banks in Pakistan to show
women driving brand equity, with levels almost
20-percent higher for females.

View Video
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Championing
Cultural Change:
BLC Bank, Lebanon
Brands that have done the work of
understanding consumer needs and
communicating to them through genderlens marketing may want to take their social
marketing to the next level by becoming a
champion of change. In addition to continually
conducting strong market research to
understand the evolving needs of the audience,
social change-focused campaigns also require
looking at a broad spectrum of gender-equity
themes and prioritizing socially-focused topics.
One Alliance member that has successfully
positioned itself as a champion of change for
women is BLC Bank in Lebanon. In 2012, BLC
Bank developed the Women’s Empowerment
Initiative (the WE Initiative), which was the first
complete program dedicated to the financial
empowerment of women in the Middle East.
The We Initiative created a suite of financial
and non-financial services that addressed the
barriers female customers faced, which were
identified through extensive market research.
Over the next few years, BLC Bank developed
a number of marketing campaigns that
positioned it as the leading bank for women in
Lebanon.
In 2016, once the WE Initiative sub-brand
had been positioned within its customer
base, the bank felt they were ready to take
on the risk of developing a social marketing
campaign focused on changing mindsets about
traditional gender roles. Their first campaign,
#SheKtirMhem, roughly translates to She Is
Powerful. The campaign was designed to grab
people’s attention and make them think about
preconceptions that they might hold about
women and what they “can” or “should”
do—and dispelled them with data points.
They promoted the videos during the month
of March, on and around International
Women’s Day.

The #SheKtirMhem videos made a big splash
with audiences, despite being made on a
shoestring budget and departing from the
bank’s core offerings by focusing on the social
issues surrounding gender itself. The team
attributed its success to its relatability. They
used humor to draw people into more serious
subjects. They also broadened the message’s
appeal by not demonizing men or making it
about men at all: instead, they showed how
both men and women hold stereotyped beliefs,
to convey that this is a wider societal issue.

View Video
Since 2016, the WE Initiative’s annual March
campaign—always championing change for
women—has become a staple of the bank’s
marketing effort. Each year, audiences look
forward to new advertisement that the bank
airs around the time of International
Women’s Day.
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Taking the Full Journey:
BHD León, Dominican
Republic
Banco BHD León of the Dominican Republic
offers a model for how a financial services
providers can progress through the journey of
gender-lens marketing. After the success of its
Tarjeta Mujer credit card in late 2012, Banco
BHD León developed its Mujer Mujer program
in 2014. The program includes a holistic value
proposition for female customers, including
product bundles focused on key themes:
education, health, family well-being and
business.

View Video

Today, the bank is known throughout the
country as the go-to financial institution for
women.
To get there, the bank implemented an
adaptive approach to marketing, understanding
the sensitivity of a potentially risky subject
while maintaining longstanding vision and
commitment.
In 2015, BHD León developed a campaign
intended to launch its gender strategy in the
country. In its first iteration, the campaign
showed women as multitaskers, assigning
them roles as professionals or mothers. Testing
showed that audiences did not feel represented
or identified with it—on the contrary, they felt
victimized.
The marketing team quickly pivoted and
instead developed a new campaign, “Abran
Paso” (Make Way), which showed a variety of
empowered women in nontraditional roles.
12
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The bank’s message to women was one of
confidence: “We bet on you.” The campaign
was an immediate success. Female leaders felt
strongly represented by it, sharing it on their
own social media feeds and increasing the
organic reach.
With this experience, the bank continued to
push the envelope. In 2016 and 2017, BHD
León sought to position and consolidate its
brand, focusing its efforts on specific solutions
and using positive, simple messages to
encourage and inspire women. By 2018, the
bank’s women-centered brand had been wellpositioned across the country, and its value
proposition had expanded across different
segments, including MSMEs and private
banking.
The bank was willing to take more risks and
focus on messaging that many brands would
not have the courage to highlight. For example,
one campaign aimed to dispel the myth of the
“superwoman” and give women the courage to
say “no.” Another campaign raised awareness
about the prevalence of femicides in the
country and helped women identify signs of
abuse.
In 2019, BHD León continued to expand its
product offering and was willing to take a stand
on social issues to become an agent of change.
In the past, the bank’s gender-lens marketing
had only been directed towards women in an
attempt to avoid the risk of antagonizing men.
But in 2019, the bank began to also speak to
men, and as “new masculinity” movements
began to emerge globally, the bank developed a
campaign profiling 5 male employees and their
experiences as fathers. This was coupled with
the bank’s announcement of becoming the first
company in the country to extend paternity
leave from 3 to 10 days (a change that as a
result later became a law in the DR).
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View Video

That year, Banco BHD León held its 16 Days of
Activism event against gender-based violence.
It was nontraditional for an FSP to tackle this
topic, but BHD León had earned the credibility
to do so.

León’s long-term
commitment to
women and its
ability to evolve
and take risks has
helped the bank
become an agent
for change for women. The bank has also been
internationally recognized for its campaigns
and received awards in advertising festivals.
Further, the bank’s gender-lens marketing
strategy has led to increased brand value and
loyalty: the bank’s perception index increased
from 5.9 points in 2014 to 39 points in
2019, clearly positioning BHD León as the
bank of reference for women in the Dominican
Republic.

In 2020, when the rates of domestic violence
rose due to the pandemic, the government’s
Ministry of Women approached BHD León
to partner on a campaign to raise awareness
of resources for victims of domestic violence.
This campaign had a tremendous impact in
the country, and was highlighted across media
channels and used as a model to discuss the
issue of new family roles in Dominican society.
Each year, BHD León has continued to push
the envelope on critical gender issues. BHD
2015

2016

2017

2018

2019

Business
strategy

Launch of
Mujer Mujer
program

Consolidate the
strategy

Position specific
solutions

Expand to new
segments

Refresh the
CVP and expand
business
opportunities

Brand
Objective

Present BHD
León in the
women’s
market for the
first time

Strengthen the
bank’s positioning in
the women’s market
and its commitment
to her

Increase customer
and employee
engagement and
loyalty

Break stereotypes and
strengthen brand’s
voice

Expand messaging
to both men and
women

Messaging

Empowerment,
confidence

Independence,
determination

Awareness raising
beyond financial
products

Raising awareness on
gender issues beyond
financial products

Breaking
paradigms and
shifting behaviors
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Taking the Next Step
Toward Gender Parity

diversity and inclusion policies and practices.
They can do this because they are walking the
talk.

Developing a gender-lens marketing strategy is
a win-win because it often makes brands more
approachable for women while promoting a
more equitable society. While other sectors
such as consumer packaged goods and
health have taken a stronger approach to
incorporating a gender lens into marketing
over the past decade, the financial services
industry in general has been slow to adopt this
strategy.

Undoubtedly, financial services providers have
a major role to play in moving society at large
toward gender parity by enabling women’s
full economic inclusion. This does not start or
end with the financial products themselves.
Marketing is a powerful tool for FSPs to
champion inclusion and bring about lasting
change. By taking the next step along your
own FSP’s gender-lens marketing journey—
whether that means asking your agency about
the gender makeup of their team or taking a
stand against the most prevalent and harmful
stereotypes in your FSP’s cultural context—
you can be part of it.

Many of the exceptions are Financial Alliance
for Women members. They can do this
because they have a strong value proposition
for women customers and strong internal

About the Financial Alliance for Women
We’re the leading members’ network of financial organizations dedicated to
championing the female economy—the world’s largest, fastest-growing market,
and yet one that remains untapped. As a unique network with members from over
135 countries, we share the ambition of unlocking the full value of the female economy.
Everything we do is based on a win-win approach where financial organizations grow
their businesses by accelerating women’s financial power. From creating real and digital
platforms where members can learn from each other’s on-the-ground experiences,
to publishing our own proprietary data and research, to advocating for global policy
change, we inspire and equip our members to design and refine women-centered
products, services and strategies that will bring about a new paradigm for women’s
financial experiences.
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